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THE INFLUENCE ON LEADERSHIP IN THE 21st 

CENTURY: ARE THE WORKS OF MARY P. 

FOLLETT WORTH OF ATTENTION? 

 

“One of the tragedies of history was that Woodrow  

Wilson did not understand leadership”.  

Mary Parker Follett 

 

Abstract:  In the spirit of the best traditions of the study 

of leadership, Mary P. Follett's work and life give us an 

opportunity to continue learning from the past, because 

the past, the present and the future permeate through the 

lifecycle of information and reveale in which direction 

the leadership  as a discipline continues to grow. 

Understanding the heritage, Mary P. Follett provides us 
with; it helps us build our community in the future along 

with an attractive vision for most of the progressive 

forces in the world. 

As said by Arthur Bedeian and Daniel Wren, we, as heirs 

of intellectual endowment, should remember of Sir Issac 

Newton's words: „If I have seen further it is by standing 

on the shoulders of the Giants, and thus we are able to 

see more and farther than the latter“. Mary P. Follett is 

one of those Giants. 

Keywords: Mary P. Follett, leadership, coordination, 

invisible leader, capacity of organizational thinking, core 

values, the main purpose and the long-term goals.     

 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 
Mary Follett was born in an affluent 

Quaker family in Quincy, Massachusetts, 

in1868. Her father was an alcoholic and he 

died young. Her mother was inclined to 

social rather than practical matters (Tonn, 

2003). She had a difficult early life. Her 

mother Elizabeth Curtis Baxter belonged 

to the seventeenth generation of Baxters 

born in America. Having fled religious 
persecution in England in 1630, Gregory 

Baxter came to Boston. During 1639, he 

settled his family near the coast Quincy 

Point in Massachusetts. Charles Allen 

Follett, Mary Follett’s father was born in 

1841. His life would be irreversibly 

changed by the outbreak of the civil war. 
When he lost his job as a clerk at Farrar, 

Follett and Company, Charles left his wife 

and a three year old daughter Mary and 

moved to Boston. After almost a year, he 

joined his wife and a child and not long 

after his wife gave birth of his second 

daughter Annie Wood. Annie had only 

lived for four months; she died of cholera. 

Charles left Mary and her mother again. 

He struggled with alcoholism all the time. 

[1] 
Due to alcoholism, her father’s 

unpredicted behaviour made Mary P. 

Follett to grow up quickly and have little 

contact with other cildren of her age until 

adolescence. She early showed 

determination to take control of her life by 
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having a dazzling success in school. 

Showing intelligence even during her early 

education, Mary was the pride of her ailing 

father. Her education probably started at 

the age of four in Greenleaf Street School 

in Qincy, Massachusetts.  

She believed her brother was short 
because of his „superior characteristics―. A 

respectable inheritence from her maternal 

grandfather provided sustenance, while 

Follett found intellectual uplift in reading 

and education at Thayer Academy, a 

preparatory school for college-bound 

students located in Brantree, 

Massachusetts. At Thayer Academy, she 

found a mentor in Anna Boynton 

Thompson, her history teacher and she 

developed her analytical skills. During her 

study at Thayer, Mary wrote three essays. 
The first of three, she publicly presented 

during the celebration of the Foundation 

Day, in 1883. The second essay analyzed 

the work of an English poet from the 

second half of the 18th century, William 

Cowper, when the third essay had already 

revealed her fascination with psychology. 

She was fluent in English and French 

language.  

Mary P. Follett decided to get the 

university degree at a time when few 
women of age 18 to 21 enrolled in college, 

when the public was overwhelmed by the 

negative image of women in college. 

Women in college also had to overcome 

the prejudice of having their studies 

continued for it was bad for their health. In 

addition to her health problems, Mary had 

very little support from her parents and she 

had to live on campus where the presence 

of discrimination was huge. None of this 

had stopped her to enroll in Harvard 
University Annex for Women in 

Massachusetts, in the fall of 1888. [1] 

Anna Boynton Thompson introduced 

Follett to the German Idealist school of 

phylosophy, including the works of 

Johann Fichte (1762-1814) and Georg W. 

F. Hegel (1770-1831) who became the 

basis of her phylosophical approach. 2, 3, 

4, 5, 6] 

 

Text analysis  

 
Johann Fichte (1762-1814), a 

prominent philosopher of the German 

idealism, who like Kant thought he could 
create an equitable world without the God. 

His teaching relies on Plato and Follet 

accepted it. Truth, goodness and beauty are 

ideals. Those were the ideas Plato pursued. 

The high standards and people driven by 

these ideas can thrive. Plato believed that 

the area of ideas was an only true reality 

and a role model of everything we can see. 

In Neo-platonism, Plato’s ideas were more 

earthly and prone to be checked 

practically.     
Idealistic understanding that images 

(ideas) take precedence by physical reality 

and that thoughts influence the events was 

seen by the scientists as unattainable 

utopia.  

At the beginning of the 20th century, 

there was a daring breakthrough along 

with the development of quantum physics 

and research of consciousness. Nikola 

Tesla, in particular, left invaluable benefits 

of science and mankind. In the EPR 

experiment, Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen 
showed the influence of thoughts to 

physical reality. The experiment indicated 

that the thoughts of Einstein and of his 

fellow colleagues had been currently 

affected and determined by the direction of 

the rotation of electrones around its own 

axis. The process of thoughts influencing 

matter does not depend on distance, yet it 

is based on the maintenance of symmetry. 

The law of symmetry and the law of 

thinking showed similarity. When 
researchers change their mind 

(contemplative state), the electrones 

instantly symmetricaly rotate (physical 

condition). 

Follett accepted the idea of Gestalt 

movement, by Georg Hegel (1770-1831), 

that the individual’s true self is the group 

self. The word Gestalt comes from 
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German language and means common 

pattern or form but it has deeper meaning 

for Germans as Goethe explained in one of 

his songs.  

While sociologists had studied the 

dynamics of the workplace in the first 

three decades of the 20th century, during 
the 1930s and 1940s, there occured some 

of the unique and numerous studies of 

„human relations at work―. Unlike 

scientific management, where engineers 

dominated, in the era of human 

relationships, one incorporated the 

researches of sociologists, psychologists 

and anthropologies. A common ground 

was found in the field of interdisciplinary 

research with the common basis in Gestalt 

notion. It means that all behaviour implies 

„multiplier effect―, that is, the behaviour of 
group members is more than the sum of 

their individual actions.  

Individuals are unique in their 

distinctive genetic endowment and family, 

social and work experiences. When 

interacting with other individuals, it is 

quite difficult, if not impossible, to foresee 

the expected outcome. Therefore, due to 

„multiplier effect―, the individuals within 

the group can not be studied in isolation 

but must be analyzed as part of a dynamic 
social system. 

According to Peter Drucker, women 

of that time were difficult to prove at the 

professional level. Although, later, she 

became an influential writer and a 

consultant Follett was almost forgotten in 

her own country. As Drucker says: „She 

became a non-person‖. Since she was a 

woman, her ideas were not acceptable in 

America in 1930s and 1940s. She was 

ahead of her time in 1920s and her works 
and thinking are still current and fresh.  

Drucker called her ’the prophet of 

management―. Her work in the field of 

studying the management is coming 

completely from a different direction from 

Taylor’s point but it is equally pioneering 

in content and broader in vision. [2, 6, 7] 

Anna Boynton Thompson encouraged 

Follett to interrupt her studies to attend 

classes at Newnham College, Cambridge 

University in England, where her interests 

extended into law, political science and 

government. Also, apart from the UK, she 

visited France, Paris, where she continued 

her studies of philosophy, law and political 
science. [8] While being in England, she 

continued her studies for the first book 

„The Speaker of the House of 

Representatives“ , which is still considered 

one of the most insightful analyses of the 

role of the speaker of the U.S. House of 

Reperesentatives. The book established her 

reputation as a political philosopher and 

drew her into the intellectual life of 

Boston. [9] 

Her first visit and a research work in 

the Great Britain, as well as later active 
participation in the work of the 

Department of Business Administration of 

The London School of Economics, where 

she held a series of lectures at the opening 

of the faculty in 1932, strenghtened her 

reputation and popularity in the Great 

Britain. Sir Peter Parker, of The London 

School of Economics confesses that Follett 

„has mattered more to me than any other 

of the founders of modern management in 

the 20th century‖. In 1950s, Japanese 
established a Follett Association to study 

her in depth.  Two years after publication 

of her book (in 1896), she graduated from 

Radcliffe College. 

With academic opportunities limited 

for females, she spent most of her early 

years working with various community 

service groups to provide vocational 

guidance, education, recreation, and job-

placement assistance for the less fortunate 

among Boston’s youth. In these largely 
volunteer organizations, operating with 

little or no formal warrant, she realized 

that there was a need to rethink prevailing 

views on authority, organization, 

leadership and conflict resolution. In 

observing and working with different 

service organizations, she gained an 

understanding of group dynamics and the 
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importance of teamwork.  

Through her work in the Boston 

Placement Bureau, she met an array of 

business leaders and became active in the 

Taylor Society in the period following 

Taylor’s death promoting the ideas of 

scientific management.  Later, she 
developed the concept of the community 

center and she made an effort to be 

apointed to the Massachusetts Minimum 

Wage Board, which sougt to introduce the 

use of government’s certain measures as a 

standard for periodic wages below which 

employers mustn’t be able to pay the 

workers.   

Chronologically, Mary Follett 

belonged to the scientific-management era 

but philosophically and intelectually she 

was a member of the social person era.   
Her work served as a link between these 

eras, by building on the principles of 

scientific management while anticipating 

many of the ideas that would become 

associated with the human-relations 

movement.   Her philosophical approach 

can be observed differently as: humanistic, 

romantic, avant-garde and utopian.  

(Since the 1940s, in some conservative 

circles, her work was considered to be 

anti-state because of its emphasis of 
collective action in society. [2, 3, 4, 6] 

An unusual story (Anna Boynton 

Thompson) 

 
Anna Boynton Thompson had a huge 

influence on Mary P. Follett. Under her 

mentorship, she decided to study history 

after admission to the Harvard Annex in 

the fall of 1888. Thus, preparing herself 

for the teaching profession, it was a 

decision made under the influence of Anna 

Boynton Thompson, her teacher at Thayer 
and perhaps her aunt Lydia Averill Follett. 

One of her professors who had a profound 

influence on her data collection and 

research was Albert Bushnell Hart, who 

guided her in writing her thesis for the 

book The Speaker of the House of 

Representatives.   

In the summer of 1890, Anna Boynton 

Thompson went on one of her summer 

trips abroad and she brought Mary P. 

Follett. It was a true pilgrimage to 

European universities, along with daily 
exchange of academic experiences with 

colleagues. When Thompson returned to 

America in the end of summer, Mary 

decided to stay and spend a whole year in 

Cambridge, at Newnham College, 

England. It was a milestone in her life and 

a big sign that she was on the right path in 

terms of her interests. Shortly after, she 

became friends with a young scientist 

Melian Stawell. His friendship encouraged 

her to socialize with the peers, but the 
faculty Newnham, also had a very 

important role in her development. Among 

her colleagues were John Seeley, Mandell 

Creighton, William Cunningham and 

George W. Prothero. Another professor 

had a significant impact on Follett’s 

university education at Newnham. His 

name was Henry Sidgwick. Mary later 

called the year spent at Newnham „a big 

sign and a milestone―. 

At the end of the year, she came back to 

America and immediately started teaching 
political science in a private school in 

Boston. The school began its work a 

decade earlier and was founded by Pauline 
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Agassiz Shaw, an inovative and educated 

philanthropist from Boston.     

In 1891, Anna Boynton Thompson had 

admitted she was feeling depressed in a 

letter she sent to her friend Alice Mary 

Longfellow. While struggling to preserve 

her health, Thompson had faced the 
dilemma that afflicted the lives of many 

women of the 19th century and that would 

have a profound influence on her student 

Mary P. Follett. Searching desperately for 

help, Thompson spoke to a doctor whose 

methods were similar to the work of Dr. S. 

Weir Mitchell, a leading American expert 

in the field of female neuroses of the time. 

In the territory of Boston, there was one 

more treatment option for Thompson 

called Adams Nervine Asylum. During the 

last decades of the nineteenth century, this 
was the most popular form of treatment in 

terms of mental health. Being without a 

mentor and a friend, Mary P. Follett spent 

hours studying the lessons sent by the 

Society for the encouragement of learning 

at home.  

Thus, Anna Boynton Thompson, by 

encouraging and supporting Mary P. 

Follett, completed the inital part of an 

amazing story about young girls who 

wanted to gain knowledge in time of 
constant controversies in terms of 

women’s education. When leaving for the 

treatment, Anna Boynton Thompson asked: 

„What about our girls―? (Tonn, 2003) 

Although Mary P. Follett wanted to 

become an American history teacher, the 

years spent in the school of Pauline 

Agassiz Shaw triggered suspicions, in the 

early 1890s, about her commitment to 
teaching. After she had finished with a 

series of lectures in political science and 

joined the team of regular professors, 

Follett started teaching the students-

teenagers. Embracing a new role, she 

established a strict disciline classroom 

work. As a teacher, she managed to build 

few friendships, among who was Elizabeth 

Balch. Shortly before her twenty-sixth 

birthday, Follett moved to the apartment of 

the Back Bay building, the place where the 

school of Pauline Agassiz Shaw was 

situated. The principal of the school was 

Isabella Louisa Briggs, to whom Follett 

established a long-lasting friendship. [1] 

In 1897, a year before graduating from 

Radcliffe College in Massachusetts, Mary 
P. Follett got herself a job in the office of 

J. Otis Wardwell, a prominent lawyer in 

Boston who was an expert in corporate 

law. While working with him, she met 

Samuel Walker McCall-a, the newly 

elected U.S. Representative of the 8th 

Congressional District. Eventually, she 

quit the job at Wardwell’s and lived in 

Vermont for two years. In 1900, she 

returned to Boston and continued to live 

and work in the school of Pauline Agassiz 

Shaw. Shaw was known as a donor and she 
directed her donation activities toward 

poor neighbourhood communities of 

Boston. In one of its settlements, the house 

for children at Roxbury, Follett started her 

social and civic engagement. She founded 

a club Highland Union, which represented 

the forum of young people debating about 

contemporary political problems. [1]  

Mary P. Follett founded her own 

debate club Highland Union at Roxbury-

the club for young male immigrants from 
Ireland. The club started at a time when 

one of the leading political comentators 

was complaining about the involvement of 

the big business and political parties in city 

corruption. Albert Bushnell Hart, Follett’s 

mentor and a former teacher, discussed the 

issue, in the book Actual Government 

(1903), saying that „the sense of civic 

pride― is the only effective remedy for the 

problems of the city government. The 

Boston residential neighbourhood showed 
sharp class distinction. At the beginning of 

the 20th century, Roxbury was divided into 

three Boston districts. One of these was the 

district 17, where the house for children 

was founded by Pauline Agassiz Shaw and 

where Mary P. Follett’s Highland Union 

debate club was situated, along with 

members who exhibited a growing interest 
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in municipal and state politics. [1] 

The project „Question of the Saloon―, 

sponsored by Mary P. Follett’s Committee 

for the right to vote, was the beginning of 

her involvement  in national movement for 

school and community centers. At the end 

of the 19th century, every organization 
campaigned for bringing about the 

abolition of saloons, but Follett embraced 

a different approach to alcoholism. She 

renamed her project in „Committee on 

Substitutes for the Saloon―. The author of 

the study published on June 1, 1901, 

Raymond Calkins believed that saloons 

had an important social function, but 

William I. Cole and Kellogg Durland 

stated in their researches that there was 

just a bit of sociability. Follett saw 

potential importance of the saloons in 
public schools. She founded Roxbury 

Industrial League, like Dearborn School, 

and sponsored three civic educational 

projects. As her activities in the field of 

civic training achieved sufficient progress, 

she appeared to create a trouble situation 

in the Boston equal suffrage association 

for good government. [1]  

 

 

2. LEADERSHIP 

 
Mary Follett defined an effective 

leader as one with „the ability to grasp the 

whole situation― as it is developing. A 

great leader is the one who can transform 

experience, his/her own and the group’s, 
into power, whose decisions about the 

present shape the situation as it will unfold 

in the future. A great leader is one who 

can, by making all the forces in a group 

serve a common purpose, bring forth 

group power rather than express a personal 

power. 

She viewed leadership not as 

manipulation of people (destructive of 

trust), but as a science and an art. She 

believed that the qualities of leadership 

can be analized, and at least in part, 

learned. Mary Follett ridiculed the idea 

that the most agressive or dominating 

person inevitably makes the best leader; in 

addition she stressed the absolute necessity 

of a lack of self-importance and pomp in 

effective leading. 

„If we enjoy being over other people, 
there will be something in our manner 

which will make them dislike being under 

us―. [6, 10] 

In fact, speaking of leadership, Mary 

Follett says that the point is not in the 

dominant personality but in the leader’s 

ability (in a group or an organization). A 

leader should be able to provide the best 

interpretation of the concept of leadership 

and a leader of a group or an organization. 

Agreeing with Fayol and Sheldon, she said 

that through the training process, taking 
into consideration that the leaders are not 

always born as such, you can become one 

through the development of leadership 

skills, group dynamics and human 

behaviour. [8; 11, 12, 13] 

Follett also laid great stress upon the 

force of the leader suggesting the one 

should always be willing to do what he/she 

asks followers to do. „Sincerity more than 

agressiveness is a quality of leadership.― 

She further commented on another aspect 
of the effective leader we call today 

toxicity-toxic leaders. „While there are 

still men today who try to surround 

themselves with docile servants...with yes, 

yes man... the ablest men today have a 

larger aim, they wish to be leaders of 

leaders‖. „Effective leaders reward dissent, 

as well as encourage it―, because they 

understand that „reflective back talk 

increases a leader’s ability to make good 

decisions―. [6, 10] 
The first two facets of Mary Follett's 

philosophy were reduction of conflict 

through an integration of interests and the 

necessary corollary of obeying the law of 

situation. The third facet of her philosophy 

concerned building the underlying 

psychological processes necessary to 

achieve the objectives through 
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coordinating and controlling effort. 

Follett’s view of control reflected her 

Gestalt-psychology orientation of dealing 

with the functional whole or total situation 

to achieve unity. Follett saw that control 

was impossible to achieve unless there was 

unity and cooperation among all elements 
(material and people) in a given situation. 

In this sense, situation was out of control 

when contrasting interests were not 

reconciled. For Follett, the basis for 

control resided in self-regulating and self-

directing individuals and groups who 

recognized common interests and 

controlled their actions to meet agreed-on 

objectives. She recognized that managers 

controlled not single elements, but 

complex interrelationships; with the 

desired outcome being unity and 
cooperation across the full range of a 

prevailing situation. 

Follett called for a new philosophy of 

control that was „fact-control rather than 

man-control― and „correlated control― 

rather than „super-imposed control―. She 

argued that each situation generated its 

own control because the facts of the 

situation and the interweaving of the many 

groups in the situation were what 

determined appropriate behaviour. As 
most situations were too complex for 

central control from the top to function 

effectively, controls were to be gathered, 

or correlated at many points in an 

organization. [2] 

From her point of view, coordination 

is the core of management organization 

and another of her important contributions 

based on four fundamental principles: 

1) Coordination as the reciprocal 

relating of all 
the factors in the situation. 

2) Coordination by direct contact of 

all the responsible people 

concerned. 

3) Coordination in the early stages. 

4) Coordination as a continuing 

process. [2, 8, 14] 

Mary Follett’s first principle 

recognizes that most things that occur in 

organizations are interrelated. Make just 

one change in an organization and other 

changes, some expected but some not, will 

occur. Cut costs, and quality may be 

affected. Change the raw ingredients used 

to make a product and manufacturing 
procedures may no longer work. 

Marketing offers customers’ special 

incentives to buy more products and 

operations have to work overtime to keep 

up with increased demand. Accordingly, 

because of these interelations, leaders at 

diffeent levels and in different parts of the 

organization must coordinate their efforts 

to solve problems and produce the best 

overall outcomes in an integrative way. In 

short, managers can not manage their part 

of the organization while ignoring its other 
parts. What each manager does affects 

other parts of the organization and vice 

versa. 

Follett explains her second principle, 

coordination by direct contact of the 

people concerned, and her third principle, 

coordination in the early stages, this way: „ 

Direct contact must begin in the earliest 

stages of the process ... If the heads of 

departments confront each other with 

finished policies, agreement will be found 
difficult....But if these heads meet while 

they are forming their policies, meet and 

discuss the questions involved, a 

successful co-relation is far more likely to 

be reached. Their thinking has not become 

crystallized. They can still modify one 

another‖. [10, 15] In other words, things 

will work better if the people affected by 

organizational issues and problems meet 

early and directly to address them. 

Working with those involved or affected 
will produce more effective solutions than 

will isolating or ignoring them. 

With respect to her fourth principle 

Follett said: „It is a fallacy to think that we 

can solve problems—in any final 

sense.The belief we can do so is a drag 

upon our thinking. What we need is a 

process for meeting problems. When we 
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think we have solved one, well, by the 

very process of solving, new elements or 

forces come into the situation and you 

have a new problem on your hands to be 

solved‖. Consequently, there is always a 

need for early, integrative coordination of 

the people affected by organizational 
situations, problems or issues. The need for 

coordination never goes away. [15] 

Text analysis (Mary Follett's key 

thoughts on leadership and 

coordination) 

Leadership 

 Of the greatest importance is the 

ability to grasp a total situation ... 

Out of a welter of facts, experience, 
desires, aims, the leader must find 

the unifying thread. He must see a 

whole not a mere kaleidoscope of 

pieces ... The higher up you go, the 

more ability you have to have of 

this kind.    

 The leader makes the team. This is 

pre-eminently the leadership 

quality-the ability to organize all 

the forces there are in an enterprise 

and make them serve a common 

purpose.  

 It is wrong to assume that you can 

not be a good leader unless you are 

aggressive, masterful, dominating. 

But I think not only that these 

characteristics are not the qualities 

that are essential to leadership but, 

on the contrary, that they often 
militate directly against leadership. 

(Gilbreth, 2014; Graham, 1995) 

 The leadership task should not be 

based on power but instead on 
reciprocal influence of both a leader 

and a follower, so they can achieve 

success in a prevailing situation. 

 Leadership abilities are used in a 

concrete situation to influence or 

dominate workers and make them 

perform their duties responsibly. 

The total situation contains goals, 

objectives, experiences and 

hierarchic wishes which try to be 

high. The more the hierarchic 

position is high, the more the 

capacity from leaders is important, 

through the fact that there are lots 

of facts that he has to put in 

relation. (Wren, 2005) 

Coordination 

 One, which I consider a very 
important trend in business 

management, is a system of cross-

functioning between the different 

departments.... Each department is 

expected to get in touch with 

certain others. 

 Much bussiness is now organized in 

such a way that you do not have an 

ascending and descending ladder of 

authority. 

 The most important thing to 

remember about unity is-that there 

is no such thing. There is only 

unifying. You cannot get unity and 
expect it to last a day-or five 

minutes. Every man in a business 

should be taking part in a certain 

process and that process is 

unifying. (Gilbreth, 2014; Graham, 

1995) 

Follett refers to Machiavelli (1469-

1527), where he, speaking about 

repression and cruelty, says: „Well-used, if 

something evil may be referred to as good, 

can be called a situation only once 

applied, especially, at the moment when 

you should provide power, and then 
completely withdraw from it with focusing 

all the attention on the greater kindness 

meant for your subjects―. 

Machiavelli recommends brutal 

methods as a necessary evil, in a form of 

transition from one state of affairs to 

another. It is clear that the political 

community has survived for a long time, 

with the voluntary consent of the 
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governed, and it is feasable only if it meets 

their basic interests, if there are higher-

order beliefs and practices.  The 

community, where self-esteem gets 

minimized by the inappropriate use of 

physical force, can not long survive 

because it can not provide the common 
ground for all the members. Follett 

realized that people needed the new 

principle of association because they had 

not learned how to live in harmony. [8, 16] 

Follett concluded that organization 

was control because the purpose of 

organizing and coordination was to ensure 

controlled performance; coordination 

achieved unity, and unity was control. As 

an illustration Follett cited a conflict 

between a purchasing agent and a 

production manager. The purchasing agent 
suggested acqiuiring somewhat inferior 

materials that he said would serve the 

purpose for which they were intended but 

because they were lower in price, they 

would save money. The production 

manager however maintained that he could 

not obtain satisfactory results with this 

material. According to Follett, if they had 

followed the principles of early and 

continuous coordination, each could have 

seen their reciprocal concerns and have 
turned their attention to finding quality 

materials at a lower cost. An integration of 

their goals could, thus, have been achieved 

to their mutual satisfaction. This synthesis 

of interests was self-regulation through 

coordination to achieve integration. [2, 14, 

17] 

Coordination facilitates control and 

leadership by involving the purpose and 

the skill of an organization while 

coordinating the laws of the situation 
regarding the whole situation. Follett sees 

the notion of the role of a leader as 

continuation of her ideas through 

collaboration, integration and authority. [3] 

She never accepted leadership as A Great 

Man Theory; a charismatic individual who 

uses personal power and rhetoric to 

mobilize group. This approach starts from 

the assumption that the theories can be 

modified, however, the qualities and the 

characteristics defining a good leader are 

timeless. Charisma, unlike authority and 

power, represents the ability to attract and 

rule over the others; a rare characteristic (a 

gift of grace) which adorns just the small 
number of people. [18] 

Follett held that leadership should not 

be based on power, but instead on 

reciprocal influence of leader on follower 

and follower on leader in the context of the 

prevailing situation. A leader's primary 

task was defining the purpose of an 

organization; the leader should make his 

co-workers see that it is not his purpose 

which is to be achieved, but a common 

purpose, born of the desires and the 

activities of the group. „The best leader 

has not followers, but men and women 

working with him. The best leader does 

not ask people to serve him, but the 

common end―. [19] 

James Collins and Jerry Porras fully 

developed a leadership story, started by 

Mary Follett. In their works and the book 

Built to Last, they introduce the core 

values and the main purpose into the basic 

ideology of an organization,  then focus on 

its objectives and analyze them using the 
concept BHAG (Big, Hairy, Audacious 

Goals)-which drives the long-term vision. 

The goals are achievable over a period of 

10-30 years, but the purpose remains „like 

the star in the sky, desirable yet 

unattainable―. The purpose lasts as much 

as an organization. Follett revealed all the 

indications of this model seventy years 

ago. [20, 21] 

Mary Follett thought that the leader is 

the one who can build the group 
experience and get the full power of a 

group.  Leader makes the team. This 

reflects the quality of leadership and the 

ability to organize all existing resources, 

as well as, to serve the purpose of the 

company. Thus, the group power is created 

and not the individual one.    

According to Mary Follett, great 
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leaders create and direct power. In her 

theoretical and integrative thinking, she 

introduces the category of the invisible 

leaders who are followed by both, leaders 

and followers. That is – the common 

purpose. The best executives put the 

common purpose clearly before their 
group [22, 23] the long-term goal today is 

connected with its leadership vision and its 

construction. One of her contemporaries 

and a representative of the classical theory 

of scientific management, Fayol, noticed 

that emotional intelligence and leadership 

skills are a prerequisite for high 

achievements, leaders and associates. 

 Only later, in the 1990s, she received 

a well-deserved place in academic research 

and business practice which showed the 

need for the revision of the previous 
conceptions of intelligence. Emotional 

intelligence, as well as leadership skills, 

can be developed through the process of 

education, good instruction and training 

and this is not a strict category limited by 

birth and heriditary factors. [24] 

Follett reasoned that an organization's 

goals should be integrated with individual 

and group purposes, and this integration 

called for the highest caliber leaders. Such 

leaders did not depend on commands and 
obedience, but on skills in coordinating, 

defining purposes and in evoking 

responses to the law of the situation. 

Follett called for training of the executive, 

in what she called the capacity for 

organized thinking, in order to develope 

their leadership capacities. Such thinking 

eschews dominating or manipulating 

others and recognizes a broader range of 

obligations leading to a profession of 

management that enlists knowledge for the 
service of others. The results on such 

training may be apparent with regard to the 

company's profit. For example, in 1992, 

senior executives of The American 

Express, who went through twelve-hour 

training, where special attention had been 

paid to the development of emotional 

intelligence, increased their productivity 

by 11%, which reflected a total of over 

$200 million in additional annual revenue. 

[25] 

To those who aspired to be managers 

Follett advised: „Men must prepare 

themselves as seriously for this profession 

as for any other. They must realize that 
they, as all professional men, are assuming 

great responsibilities, that they are to take 

a creative part in one of the large 

functions of society, a part which, I believe 

people only trained and disciplined men 

can in the future hope to take with 

success”. [2, 26]   

Follett felt that the notion of 

substituting a service motive for a profit 

motive was an oversimplification. Instead, 

she argued that these motives should be 

integrated into a larger professioanl 
motive: „We work for profit, for service, 

for our own development, for the love of 

creating something. At any one moment, 

indeed, most of us are not working directly 

or immediately for any of these things, but 

to put through the job in hand in the best 

possible manner.... To come back to the 

profession: can we not learn a lesson from 

them on this very point? The professions 

have not given up the money motive. I do 

not care how often you see it stated that 
they have. Professional men are eager 

enough for large incomes; but they have 

other motives as well and they are often 

willing to sacrifice a good slice of income 

for the sake of these other things. We all 

want the richness of life in the terms of our 

deepest desire. We can purify and elevate 

our desires, we can add to them, but there 

is no individual or social progress in 

curtailment of desires”. [2, 27]   

In her reports, Follett brings in one 
extra leadership category, „the ability of 

paradoxal thinking―. This is a first-rate 

intelligence test which examines the 

leader's ability to keep in mind two 

opposing ideas, two opposing motives, at 

the same time, and simultaniously 

maintain the ability to function‖.  

Follett introduced the 21st century 
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leadership vision by the notion of 

constructive conflict resolution which 

could result in high quality mass 

production based on principles of art of the 

old masters. Such a paradox is bigger and 

more important than all the profit motives 

of the leaders. [28] 
Follett says that the preconditions for 

successful leadership are:  

 Thorough working knowledge 

 Ability to grasp the overall situation  

 Ability to organize a group using 

your own experience and strengthen 

its capacity at the same time 

 Ability to develop vision and 

anticipate the changes  

Follett, here, intuitively, already 

anticipated the future role and the 
functional tasks of leadership. At the 

beginning of the new millennium, an 

organizational leader was about to be 

supported by the powerful information 

technology which would help him 

transform into a global strategist, able to 

successfully overcome cultural differences 

and unify the employees' behaviour. [29]  

On her well-received lectures, which 

were attended by chief executives of large 

corporations and their closest associates,  

Follett and her friend Henry Metcalf  from 
The Bureau of Personnel Administration,  

emphasized the need for 

professionalization of business 

management, that is, loyalty to a body of 

principles, loyalty to „the soul of our 

work―, rather than loyalty to the company. 

She set a further ideal that businessmen 

should manage with style, a word dear to 

her, which she suggested might mean 

„attainment and restraint―. Follett 

assigned art to business through 
„responsibiliy to educate the public―. She 

insisted that a professional must stick to 

his or her standards and, if need be, 

educate the community to appreciate them. 

Another belief is that through well and 

inventively managed organizations, all 

participants can become more „developed 

human beings―. [6, 10]   

3. CONCLUSION 
 

Critics might maintain, however, that 

elements of Mary P. Follett’s business 

philosophy are idillic notions of a political 
philosopher. The simplicity of people 

living and working together without the 

use of coercion and compromise is 

nonetheless appealing. Integration, 

moving to a broader plane for problem 

solutions, would call for more creativity 

and imagination than are commonly 

witnessed in daily industrial, academic, 

political and social life. Depersonalization 

of authority and obedience to the law of 

the situation would certainly sound the 
death knell for tyranny and autocracy. 

Control based on a perceived unity of 

purposes, through the process of 

coordination, would make the modern 

workplace more palatable to both labour 

and management. A call for 

knowledgeable leaders, dedicated to 

improving business practices through 

science and service, is a recurrent plea 

throughout the evolution of management 

thought.   

Joan Tonn has remarked: „Although 
Mary Follett’s name may be obscure her 

ideas are not―. [1] Follett uncannily 

presaged many of today’s management 

thinkers in advocating participative 

management, the benefits of teams (i.e., 

groups), cooperative conflict resolution, 

and that authority should go with 

knowledge. [2] 

According to her own words, Mary P. 

Follett sees her contribution to leadership 

and management in: 

 regarding the relation between 

power and authority (power and 

authority with others not over 

others) 

 giving orders (reviewing 

instructions and resentment) 

 regarding power (starting from 

knowledge and business 

experience, not the position) 
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 regarding the role of leadership ( 

leader makes the team but 

aggressive and dominant leaders 

can cause damage) 

 regarding coordination and 

control (it should be based on 

facts, information and 
coordination) 

Mary P. Follett’s contribution 

significantly shapes our understanding of 

human being through social and 

psychological management. Sir Peter 

Parker, a former professor of London 

School of Economics, whom we already 

mentioned, said about Mary P. Follett: 

„People often puzzle about who is the 

father of management. I don’t know who 

the father was, but I have no doubt about 
who was the mother―.[15] 

Despite her intellectual brilliance and 

continuous importance of her thoughts, 

Mary P. Follett has remained relatively in 

fringe and she is not included in the 

society of intellectuals in the 20th century. 

In addition to the fact that she was a 

female, her ideas have encountered 

disapproval even three decades after her 

death. Moreover, the historians of the 

theory of management, organization and 

leadership have had the difficulties to 
categorize her ideas.  

Was her work too optimistic, utopian 

and naive? One of the comentators is Nitin 

Nohria, who states his three reasons for 

doubt: 

1) Too many people are driven to 

acquire „power-over― rather 

„power-with‖. 

2) „The law of the situation― is often 

impossible to determine because 

most situations are ambiguous 
and uncertain. He says evidence 

supports the view that all 

organizations eventually become 

divided into or revert to a 

minority directing and majority 

directed – Michels' iron law of 

oligarchy. [30, 31] 

3) Many situations are zero sum and 

do not have integrative solutions. 

Someone must be hurt. 

In the same book, Paul Lawrence 

strenuously disagrees with Nohria’s 

pesimism about Michels’ iron law of 

oligarchy. He writes of three subsequent 
waves of organizational theory promoting 

her type of organization. In his opinion, 

each new wave has brought incremental 

change toward the ideal of organization 

and its internal functioning established by 

Mary P. Follett. Even Nohria himself 

writes: „Mary P. Follett’s vision provides 

the energy to move forward‖. [6, 10] 

As one of Mary P. Follett’s 

contemporaries, an American scientist and 

a top practitioner in the U.S. public 

administration, Luther Gulick recalled: 
„Mary Follett was a gentle person, not an 

impressive or agressive spellbinder, but of 

all the pioneers she, more than others, 

approached management through human 

values, psychology and the laboratory of 

collaborative work experience. The 

significance and originality of her 

contribution cannot be overrated―.[32, 2]   

Are the Gulick’s words adequate when 

it comes to her place and role in the theory 

of management, organization and 
leadership? Controverses stay, but the fact 

is that many large companies today look 

for ―the integrative solutions‖ constantly, 

which are still ignored in certain high-risk 

situations. Follett, as Rozabeth Moss 

Kanter terms, often emphasized: 

„Relationships matter“.[2, 6, 10, 1] 

We conclude with the fact that many 

of Mary P. Follett’s concepts became 

famous throughout 1980s and 1990s, yet 

people still actively write and think about 
them. Collaborative leadership, 

empowerment of employees, win-win 

solution for conflict resolution, self-

managed teams, the main purpose, core 

values, long-term goals, cross-functional 

coordination, the basic ideology of 

organization, cherish inclusiveness and 

diversity, social responsibility and 
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business conduct are ideas similar to those 

continuous improvement conflict Follett 

talked about in 1920s. Perhaps Follett was 

not ―an impressive and aggressive 

spellbinder‖, because she was not a 

politician, but her work found its place in 

various fields such as:  community service, 
neighbourhood cooperation, public 

meetings, sociology, history, psychology, 

women’s studies, political theory, 

expertise and active involvement of 

citizens in decision-making, the issue of 

government, constructive conflict 

resolution, coordination, negotiation and 

communication.    

In the end, her charm, warmth of 

character and optimism about people shine 

through her words, which inspiringly draw 

one toward her. But laying aside her 
charisma, was she too optimistic and 

future-oriented for her time? Perhaps it 

was like that, but her beliefs remained 

intact for years and became the archetype 

of such beliefs. She believed:  

 that democratic procedures are the 

best means to achieve individual 

fulfillment within groups, because 

only through them would all 

participants feel both involved 

and responsable;  

 that all members of organizations, 

managers and managees, act from 

a mixture of reason, feeling and 

character (managers are not 

superior ―thinkers‖ and managees 

inferior ―feelers‖); 

 that relationships and events must 

be seen in terms of what she 

called ―circular response‖, that 

the objective ―fact worshippers‖ 

do not have the whole answer in 

understanding the world which is 
naturally a garden of a thousand 

flowers; 

 that in the ―behavior process‖ 

subject and object are both 
equally important and that reality 

is the endless relating of these, 

reality is in the endless evolving 

of these relatings; cooperation and 

―cooperative competition‖. 
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